Expression of hyaluronic acid-binding glycoprotein, hyaluronectin, in the developing rat embryo.
Immunological and histological methods have been applied to the developing rat embryo to study the distribution of hyaluronectin (HN, a glycoprotein with hyaluronic acid-binding properties) previously shown to be present in the nervous system and in desmoplasias. HN was absent in the morula and the blastula and was first detected in the mesenchyme bordering the neural tube and somites on Day 10, i.e., at a time when hyaluronic acid is already widely dispersed in the mesenchyme. At this stage HN appeared to be closely associated with the basement membrane around the epithelial structures (somites, notochord, ectoderm) whereas the intercellular areas of mesenchyme were less strongly strained. The delineation of basement membranes decreased progressively, while the accumulation of HN increased in the cell-free areas of mesenchyme, giving a continuous, diffuse pattern. Differentiation of mesenchyme into vertebral cartilage and gut smooth muscle was accompanied by a progressive disappearance of HN. Even after streptomyces hyaluronidase or chondroitinase digestion the antigen was not unmasked in these tissues. The results are in agreement with the few observations made in the human. They suggest that HN could play a role, in association with fibronectin and glycosaminoglycans (hyaluronic acid), in the physiology of the embryonic extracellular matrix. HN appeared at a later stage in the embryonic nervous tissue; its distribution was extracellular in areas where both cell migration and proliferation occur.